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Introduction 
Threatened and Endangered species are managed under authority of the Federal Endangered Species 

Act (36 U.S.C. 1531-1544) and the National Forest Management Act (16 U.S.C. 1600- 1614). In 

accordance with Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act, federal agencies are required to make certain 

that all actions they ñauthorize, fund, or carry outò will not likely jeopardize the continued existence of 

any threatened or endangered species or result in the destruction or adverse modification of designated 

critical habitat. 

 

USDA Forest Service Policy (FSM 2670) requires a review of programs and activities, through a biological 

assessment, to determine whether any threatened or endangered species is likely to be affected by the 

purposed action(s).  

 

Included in this report is the information and analysis required for a Biological Assessment of Canada Lynx, 

Yellow-billed Cuckoo, Grizzly Bear, and Wolverine as required by the Endangered Species Act (ESA), and a 

biological evaluation of wildlife  species that are listed as sensitive by the Regional Forester (2011), and 

Management Indicators based on the Bitterroot Forest Plan (USDA 1987).  This report analyzes the potential effects 

of the proposed Piquett Creek Project to native wildlife  and their habitats that may be present in the planning area.  

Description of the Proposed Action  
The purpose of the Piquett Creek Project is to improve landscape resilience to disturbances (such as fire, insects and 

diseases) by diversifying forest structure and composition and reducing fuels. 

 

To reach that goal the following needs were identified:  

¶ reduce flame lengths and crown fire hazard potential within the Wildland-Urban Interface, adjacent 

community protection zone and low severity fire regimes.  

¶ restore fire back into the ecosystem to maintain landscape resiliency and restore natural range of variability.  

¶ reduce stand densities, increase age class diversity and favor shade intolerant species to promote resilience 

to stressors (e.g. drought, insects, and diseases).  

¶ improve habitat diversity, forage quality and quantity for mule deer, elk, and other regionally sensitive 

species. 

Proposed Actions Affecting Wildlife Resources   
The project area is approximately 5,800 acres, located within the Piquett Creek (4,221 acres) and West Fork 

Bitterroot River-Lloyd Creek (1,567 acres) watersheds (Map 1 ï Piquett Creek Overview).  Project activities could 

include intermediate and regeneration harvests utilizing both ground-based and skyline yarding, landing piling and 

burning, temporary road construction, understory thinning, hand piling, pile burning, fireline and understory burning 

(aerial and hand ignition).   

 

The entire project area is within a priority landscape as designated by the Secretary of Agriculture under HFRA 

section 602(b).  The following Forest Plan Management Areas are found within the project area (Table 1).   

 
Table 1.  Management Areas within the Piquett Creek Project area. 

Management 

Area 

Management Goals Acres Percent 

1 Emphasize timber management, livestock and big game forage production, 

and access for roaded dispersed recreation activities and mineral exploration. 

Assure minimum levels for visual quality, old growth, and habitat for other 

wildlife species. 

398  7% 

2 Optimize elk winter ranger habitat using timber management practices. 

Emphasize access for mineral exploration and roaded dispersed recreation 

activities. Provide moderate levels of visual quality, old growth, habitat for 

other wildlife species and livestock forage. 

4,864 84% 



3A Maintain the partial retention visual quality objective and manage timber. 

Emphasize roaded dispersed recreation activities, old growth, and big game 

cover. Provide moderate levels of timber, livestock forage, big game forage 

and access for mineral exploration. 

536 9% 

 

Within the Piquett Creek project area, several different activities are proposed to be implemented to meet the desired 

conditions and purpose and need of the project.  Treatments may occur on up to 3,000 acres within the project area if 

activities comply with the established design features.  Resource specific criteria was developed for the project area 

to assist with designing treatments that would limit negative effects and allow for flexibility in prescribing 

treatments.  The design features also ensure compliance with Forest Plan standards, applicable laws, regulations and 

policies.         

 

The existing and desired future conditions of each individual stand will dictate the silvicultural treatments that will 

be applied.  Priority for implementation are areas within the WUI that are at highest risk for crown fire and/or 

insects and disease.  Across the project area, treatments will be designed to maximize the retention of healthy large 

diameter trees, provide diversity in structure and composition while affecting fire behavior and insects and disease 

hazard at the landscape scale, not just individual stands.  Based on the existing conditions some areas may need a 

combination of activities to move towards the desired conditions or a single treatment may be adequate in other 

areas.  Desired conditions and fire return intervals will be maintained into the future through the use fire (prescribed 

or wildfire).   

Vegetation Management 
The following proposed activities have been identified to potentially affect wildlife and may be implemented across 

the project area: 

¶ Intermediate and regeneration harvests utilizing both ground-based and skyline yarding, machine piling and 

burning, temporary road construction. 

¶ Fuels Reduction activities such as understory thinning, hand piling, pile burning, fireline construction and 

understory burning. 

¶ Road maintenance activities such as drainage maintenance, reconditioning, reconstruction. 

Travel Status and Management 
In the project area, there are 27.3 miles of documented roads of all status, including stored and closed, within the 

and 15.3 miles of documented motorized trails.  A total of 19.1 miles of roads are open for the entire year, and   

seasonal or permanent closures are in effect on some roads and trails to maintain wildlife security areas.  No change 

in travel status is planned for any of the existing roads or motorized trails within the project boundary, nor is any 

permanent road construction proposed.  All temporary roads will be decommissioned no later than 3 years after the 

date the project is completed.  

Existing Condition 
The Piquett Creek project area is made up of a variety of vegetation cover types. Cover types are identified through 

the USFS Northern Region Existing Vegetation Mapping Program (VMap) (Brown 2016) and are categorized by the 

species with the greatest dominance
1
. The existing mapped vegetation with 40% or greater dominance in the Piquett 

Creek project area is provided in Map 2 ï Piquett Creek vMap Dominant Cover Types. The mapped existing 

vegetation is further grouped into the following USFS Region 1 Cover Types (Table 2).   

 

Table 2.  Existing condition of the Piquett Creek project area 

Cover Type (40% Dominance) Acres  Percent of Analysis Area 

Ponderosa pine 3,371  58% 

Dry Douglas-fir  

(Douglas-fir & Shade Intolerant Mix) 

2,017  35% 

Lodgepole pine 210  4% 

Transitional Forest 66  1% 

 
1 Dominance refers to the species with the greatest abundance of canopy cover, basal area, or trees per acre within 

an area 



Grass 44  1% 

Mixed Mesic Conifer (Shade Tolerant Mix) 25  0.4% 

Spruce/fir (Subalpine fir & Engelmann spruce) 22  0.4% 

Non-Vegetated (Urban, Sparse, & Wetland) 14  0.2% 

Hardwood/Cottonwood 12  0.2% 

Mesic Shrub (Shrub) 5  0.1% 

Total Acres 5,786   

Required Design Features 
The following design features (Table 3) are required to ensure compliance with the regulatory framework for this 

resource and/or to reduce the risk of adverse impacts to this resource. A description is provided as to when, where 

and how the design feature should be applied and/or what conditions would trigger the need to apply the design 

feature. 

 

Table 3.  Piquett Creek project wildlife design features. 

Objective Design Feature 

Wildlife   

Protect signed wildlife 

trees 

Protect trees identified with ñWildlife Treeò signs from cutting or other damage. 

Exceptions include compliance with the silvicultural prescription and trees that pose a 

safety hazard. Wildlife trees that must be felled for safety reasons will not be yarded. 

Provide coarse woody 

debris for wildlife 

Do not remove pre-existing non-merchantable down logs from cutting units. 

Retain downed wood and woody debris. 

Fire Group Type              Coarse Woody Debris 

2,4                                    5-10 tons/acre 

6                                       10-20 tons/acre 

7, 8, 9                               8-24 tons/acre 

Leave 1 to 2 hand piles per acre unburned in areas where hand piling is used for slash 

disposal to enhance habitat for small mammals and birds. Some retained piles may be 

consumed during prescribed fire operations. 

Maintain snag density Stand level prescriptions by a certified silviculturist and wildlife biologist will 

provide unit-specific snag retention requirements including spatial distribution, 

species, and snag sizes. 

Prescriptions will meet the proposed snag standards including the following number 

of snags over 9ò DBH retained by Fire Groups if they exist in the unit prior to 

treatment. 

Fire Group Snags (average # of trees per acre) 

2,4 (2-5 tpa) 

6 (4-12 tpa) 

7, 8, 9 (10-15 tpa) 

Irregular distribution and small clumps are desirable. Location away from open roads 

is preferable. Species preference in order is ponderosa pine, Douglas-fir, lodgepole 

pine, spruce and true firs. Snags retained will include some from the largest diameter 

size class available within that unit. Larger snags are preferred over smaller snags for 

retention 

Maintain suitable 

snowshoe hare habitat 

for compliance with the 

Northern Rockies Lynx 

Management Direction  

Adhere to the following applicable portions of the Northern Rockies Lynx 

Management Direction. 

 

Standard Veg S5:  

Where and to what this applies:  

Standard VEG S5 applies to all precommercial thinning projects, except for fuel 

treatment projects that use precommercial thinning as a tool within the wildland 

urban interface (WUI) as defined by HFRA, subject to the following limitation:  

 

The Standard:  

Precommercial thinning projects that reduce snowshoe hare habitat 



Objective Design Feature 

may occur from the stand initiation structural stage until the stands no longer 

provide winter snowshoe hare habitat only: 

1. Within 200 feet of administrative sites, dwellings, or outbuildings; or 

2. For research studies or genetic tree tests evaluating genetically improved 

reforestation stock; or 

3. Based on new information that is peer reviewed and accepted by the regional level 

of the Forest Service, and state level of FWS, where a written determination states: 

a. that a project is not likely to adversely affect lynx; or 

b. that a project is likely to have short term adverse effects on lynx or its 

habitat, but would result in long-term benefits to lynx and its habitat; or 

 

Standard Veg S6: 

Where and to what this applies:  

Standard VEG S6 applies to all vegetation management projects except for fuel 

treatment projects within the wildland urban interface (WUI) as defined by HFRA, 

subject to the following limitation: 

 

The Standard: Vegetation management projects that reduce snowshoe hare 

habitat in multi-story mature or late successional forests may occur only: 

1. Within 200 feet of administrative sites, dwellings, outbuildings, recreation sites, 

and special use permit improvements, including infrastructure within permitted ski 

area boundaries; or 

2. For research studies or genetic tree tests evaluating genetically improved 

reforestation stock; or 

3. For incidental removal during salvage harvest (e.g. removal due to location of skid 

trails). 

 

Guideline VEG G10 

Fuel treatment projects within the WUI as defined by HFRA should be designed 

considering Standards VEG S1, S2, S5, and S6 to promote lynx conservation. 

Retain old growth 

habitat characteristics in 

units that contain old 

growth habitat 

The Silviculturist and Wildlife Biologist will monitor stand markings and timber 

harvest to ensure the stands meet Green et al. (1995, addendum 2005) old growth 

criteria. 

Minimize the chance of 

bear habituation 

Food and garbage associated with project activities must be stored in a vehicle or 

other bear-proof container. 

Maintain current status 

of Elk Habitat 

Effectiveness in project 

area 

No new construction of permanent roads.  Construction of temporary roads is 

permitted but must be decommissioned no later than 3 years after the date the project 

is completed.  

Effects Analysis 

Cause-Effect Relationships Identified to Consider for Extraordinary 
Circumstances 
Proposed changes in vegetation characteristics including: cover, structure, spatial distribution, and interspersion, 

may affect wildlife species use in the project area.  The appropriate methodology and level of analysis needed to 

determine potential effects is influenced by several factors, including the purpose and need for the proposal, the 

nature of the proposal, various regulations and policies, the potential for impacts, the risk to resources and species, 

and the information necessary for an informed decision. The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) directs the 

agency to focus on a full and fair discussion of significant issues and identify and eliminate from detailed study the 

issues that are not significant. The Council on Environmental Quality (40 CFR 1502.2) directs that impacts be 

discussed in proportion to their significance. Some wildlife species require a detailed analysis and discussion to 

determine effects.  Others may not be impacted, impacted at a level that is inconsequential, or impacts are 



adequately avoided or mitigated through the design of the project. Generally, these elements do not require a 

detailed discussion and analysis. Further detailed analysis for impacted species is provided in the respective analysis 

sections.  Predicted effects on wildlife habitat by proposed treatments were evaluated using Geographic Information 

System (GIS) tools in the program ArcGIS Pro 2.3.2 (ESRI 2018).  These tools were used to estimate current, post-

treatment, and future conditions.  The methodology for the wildlife analysis was developed and conducted based on 

consideration of the above factors and others (e.g., available data). 

 

There is some level of uncertainty associated with any analysis methodology: habitat associations are complex, 

some variables may be unknown or not described, and available data may not be as specific as that used in the 

scientific literature. However, this analysis is based on the most applicable scientific literature and uses the best 

available data. Presence, absence, and survey effort information for analyzed species was retrieved from the 

Montana Natural Heritage Program website (MNHP 2019).  This website is the repository for the best available 

information regarding species distributions, sightings, and surveys.  Additional presence, absence, and survey effort 

information was obtained by historic and current survey efforts from Bitterroot National Forest staff.   

 

Data for vegetation/wildlife habitat effects analysis was primarily based on geodatabase information stored in R1-

VMap (Brown 2016).  This geodatabase is used to produce products to meet information needs at various levels of 

analysis per the USFS National and Regional direction established by the Existing Vegetation Classification and 

Mapping Technical Guide (Brohman and Bryant 2005) and the Region 1 Multi-level Classification, Mapping, 

Inventory, and Analysis System (Berglund et al. 2009).  Composition of predicted vegetation lifeforms, dominant 

species, and species group assemblages are presented in Table 2. 

Cumulative Effects 
Past actions and events including timber harvest, wildfire, road and trail construction, fire suppression, and insect 

and disease outbreaks on the West Fork Ranger District have influenced the existing availability and distribution of 

wildlife habitat. All past, present, and reasonably foreseeable actions listed in the table below (Table 4) were 

reviewed for their relevancy to the wildlife analysis and their potential effects on wildlife. Those actions vary in 

their potential for impacts on wildlife, the consequences of potential impacts, the measurability of effects, and how 

they are measured. Some actions may have impacts, but any measurable effects on wildlife are already factored into 

the analysis (for example, road maintenance is a present and reasonably foreseeable action that may contribute to 

disturbance levels but is a part of the impacts measured by roads on the landscape). Also, some actions occur at a 

level that does not have a measurable effect (such as cutting Christmas trees for personal use) or canôt be quantified 

for measurement because of their random, unpredictable nature and the inability to predict their extent (e.g., access 

for fire suppression). Finally, activities such as past timber harvest, wildfire and fire suppression, and insect and 

disease infestations may have substantially affected wildlife habitat, but these effects have resulted in the current 

stand structure and composition and are incorporated into the discussion of existing conditions.  Since these effects 

have already been factored in, they would not incrementally add to the effects of the proposed actions in a 

measurable way. As a result, these past actions and events do not receive detailed discussion in the analysis of 

cumulative effects. More specific discussions regarding the cumulative effects analysis can be found in the sections 

on individual species. 

 

Table 4. List of past, ongoing, and reasonably foreseeable future actions in the Piquett Creek project area. 

Activity/Event  Past Ongoing 
Reasonably 

Foreseeable Future 

Large Wildfires X   X 

Fire Suppression X X X 

Small Wildfires X X X 

Historic Snagging Operations X     

Timber Harvests ï Private Lands X X X 

Timber Harvests - FS Lands X     

Site Preparation (Slashing, Dozer Piling, Dozer Trampling, 

Prescribed Burning, Pile Burning) 
X   X 



Activity/Event  Past Ongoing 
Reasonably 

Foreseeable Future 

Tree Planting X     

TSI (Weed and Release, Pruning, Pre-commercial Thinning) X   X 

Insects/Disease - Vegetation X X X 

Noxious Weed Treatments X X X 

Road Construction ï FS Lands X     

Trail Construction - FS Lands X     

FS Road Decommissioning X     

Motor Vehicle, ATV, and Snowmobile use on Designated Routes 

and Areas 
X X X 

Motor Vehicle use off Designated Routes and Areas X X X 

Hunting X X X 

Recreational use X X X 

Road and Trail Maintenance ï FS and County X X X 

Wildlife Species Analyzed and Summary of Effect Determinations 
Species considered in this analysis include federally listed proposed, threatened, and endangered, Forest Service 

sensitive species, and Forest Plan management indicator species (MIS)(USDA 1987). Table 5 provides a list of all 

species in these categories known or suspected of occurring on the Forest, status, habitat preference, whether the 

habitat or species are present in the analysis area, whether the habitat or species will be impacted by proposed 

treatments and effects determinations for threatened, endangered and sensitive wildlife species. Table 5 identifies 7 

species (highlighted) that are not addressed in detail in this analysis and gives the rationale for not carrying them 

through in the analysis. The species include: yellow-billed cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus), peregrine falcon (Falco 

peregrinus), bald eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus), Black-backed woodpecker (Picoides arcticus), Rocky Mountain 

bighorn sheep (Ovis canadensis canadensis), northern bog lemming (Synaptomys borealis), Coeur dôAlene 

salamander (Plethodon idahoensis), and northern leopard frog (Rana pipiens), and. The proposed actions would not 

occur in suitable habitats for these species, and/or the species are not known to occur within the project area. 

 

Table 5. Threatened, Endangered, and Proposed Federal (ESA) Species; Regional Forest Service Sensitive Species, 

and Forest Plan Management Indicator Species (MIS)found on Bitterroot National Forest and their applicability to 

the Piquett Creek project. 

SPECIES2 

Suitable 

Habitat 

in 

Project 

Area 

Potential to 

Occur/ If N- 

Rationale for 

Exclusion 

Brief Description of 

Projectôs Effects on 

Habitat or Species. E
ff
e
c
t 

D
e
te

rm
in

a
ti
o

n
3
 

Habitat Preference 

Canada Lynx Y Y 

None anticipated.  Lynx 

are not known to be 

present. No proposed 

NLAA  

Cool, moist habitat types dominated by 

subalpine fir/lodgepole pine/Engelmann 

spruce; vertical structural diversity in the 

 
2 Federally listed species based on USFWS website for Montana, September 18, 2019.  Species listed as sensitive 

2/13/2011. Forest Service Northern Region Sensitive Species List (Threatened and Endangered Species and Species 

of Concern Resource Guidance website).  Management Indicator are based on the Bitterroot Forest Plan (USDA 

1987, pp. II-19-II -20). 
3 The determination of effects for federally listed species (threatened or endangered) is limited to: (1.) NE - No 

effect; (2) NLAA - May effect - Not likely to adversely affect; (3) LAA - May effect - Likely to adversely affect; 



SPECIES2 

Suitable 

Habitat 

in 

Project 

Area 

Potential to 

Occur/ If N- 

Rationale for 

Exclusion 

Brief Description of 

Projectôs Effects on 

Habitat or Species. E
ff
e
c
t 

D
e
te

rm
in

a
ti
o

n
3
 

Habitat Preference 

Lynx 

canadensis 

1 recorded 

obs. in 1981 5 

miles W 

(MNHP 

2019) 

activity in any delineated 

lynx habitat outside of 

the WUI.  All lynx 

habitat field verified.  

See Analysis.  

under story (such as downed logs, 

seedling/saplings, shrubs, forbs) for denning 

and abundant snowshoe hare prey; lack of 

human disturbance during denning (4/1-8/1).  (T) 

Yellow-billed 

Cuckoo  

N 

N 

None.  There is no 

suitable habitat within 

the project area.  Limited 

suitable habitat may be 

present along the 

Bitterroot River in the 

analysis area (MNHP 

2019) 

NE 

Riparian areas with dense cottonwoods, 

willows and shrubs. Habitat occurs along the 

Bitterroot River and major tributaries in 

valley bottom. Limited amount of marginal 

habitat on Forest. 

Coccyzus 

americanus 
Habitat 

(T) 

Grizzly Bear 

Y Y 

Not Likely to Adversely 

Affect. Project not 

located in the Bitterroot 

Recovery Zone.  USFWS 

determined grizzly bear 

ñmay be presentò on 

September 18, 2019.  See 

BA and USFWS 

Concurrence Letter. 

NLAA  

Wetlands/riparian vegetation in the spring; 

summer and fall habitat includes higher 

elevation meadows, early- seral vegetation, 

and brush fields. Often dens near high 

elevation grassy slopes. Abundant food 

sources away from potential human conflicts. 

Ursus arctos 

horribilus 

(T) 

Wolverine 

N 

Y 

None anticipated. No 

mapped habitat is within 

project area (Inman 

2013) 

NLJ 

Large areas of unroaded security habitat; 

secure denning habitat in high elevation 

boulder talus or under log debris; ungulate 

carrion in winter. Suitable denning habitat in 

high elevation areas in Bitterroot and 

Sapphire ranges. 

Gulo luscus 

1 recorded 

obs. in 2015, 

2 miles E of 

project area 

(BNF 2019) 

See Analysis. 

(C) 

Birds           

American 

peregrine 

falcon 

N 

N 

None.  There are no 

known nests for this 

species in or near project 

area. There is no 

predicted optimal or 

moderate habitat for this 

species in the analysis 

area (MNHP 2019) 

NI 

Cliff nesting (ledges); aerial foraging over 

open areas for small to medium-sized bird 

species prey.  

Falco 

peregrinus 

anatum Habitat 

(R1SS) 

 

and (4) BE - Beneficial effect.  Options in determination of effects for proposed federally listed species are:  (1.) No 

effect; (2.) NLJ - Not likely to jeopardize the continued existence of the species or result in destruction or adverse 

modification of proposed critical habitat; (3.) Likely to jeopardize the continued existence of the species or result in 

destruction or adverse modification of proposed critical habitat.  Northern Region Sensitive Species List options in 

determination of effects: (1) NI - No impact; (2) MIIH - May impact individuals, but is not likely to cause a trend to 

Federal listing or loss of viability; (3) LAA - Likely to result in a trend to Federal listing or loss of viability; and (4) 

BI - Beneficial impact.  There would be "no impact" to sensitive species determined to be absent from the project 

area and not included in this table.  The determination is based on the presence of suitable habitat. 



SPECIES2 

Suitable 

Habitat 

in 

Project 

Area 

Potential to 

Occur/ If N- 

Rationale for 

Exclusion 

Brief Description of 

Projectôs Effects on 

Habitat or Species. E
ff
e
c
t 

D
e
te

rm
in

a
ti
o

n
3
 

Habitat Preference 

Bald Eagle 

N 

N 
None.  Proposed project 

activities would not 

impact nesting habitat for 

this species.  There are 

no known nests for this 

species in project area.   

NI 

Nesting trees/platforms near large rivers or 

lakes; available fish and water bird species 

prey. Haliaeetus 

leucocephalus Habitat 

(R1SS) 

Black-backed 

woodpecker 

N 

N None.  No suitable 

habitat exists in project 

area.  Snags may be 

created from prescribed 

fire.  

NI 

Burned or insect-killed snag concentrations, 

limited to 5-6 years following mortality. 

Individuals may occur in green forests with 

concentrations of insect-killed snags. 

Picoides 

arcticus Habitat 

(R1SS) 

Flammulated 

owl 

Y 

Y 

Beneficial to none.  

Proposed project 

activities may impact 

nesting habitat for this 

species. Optimal 

predicted habitat within 

project area (MNHP 

2019) 
MIIH  

Mature and old growth ponderosa pine with 

snags and open understory, with abundant 

moth species prey. Secondary cavity nester. 
Otus 

flammeolus 
1 recorded 

obs. 1994 W 

of project 

area. (MNHP 

2019)  

See Analysis. 

(R1SS) 

Mammals           

Bighorn sheep 

N 

N None.  No optimal 

suitable habitat exists 

within project area 

(MNHP 2019).  

NI 

Grasslands or open forest with steep, rocky 

escape cover. Semi-open to open vegetation 

types preferred. 

Ovis 

canadensis Habitat 

(R1SS) 

Fisher 

Y Y 

Minimal to none.  

Proposed project 

activities may impact 

habitat for this species.  

Project area is in low 

suitable habitat (MNHP 

2019) 

MIIH  

Moist coniferous forested types (including 

mature and old growth spruce/fir), 

riparian/forest ecotones. Suitable habitat 

predominantly along larger tributary streams 

in Bitterroot Mountains. Martes 

pennanti See Analysis. 

(R1SS) 

Gray wolf 
Y Y 

Minimal to none.  

Wolves do not 

necessarily avoid habitat 

types, but rather areas of 

high human-use 

(Whittington et al. 2005, 

Hebblewhite and Merrill 

2008). 

MIIH  

Habitat generalist. Abundant prey availability 

(primarily large ungulates) and lack of 

human disturbance (corresponding to low 

road densities) preferred.  

Canis lupus 



SPECIES2 

Suitable 

Habitat 

in 

Project 

Area 

Potential to 

Occur/ If N- 

Rationale for 

Exclusion 

Brief Description of 
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Habitat Preference 

(R1SS) 

Wolverine 

N 

Y 

None anticipated. No 

mapped habitat is within 

project area (Inman 

2013) 

MIIH  

Large areas of unroaded security habitat; 

secure denning habitat in high elevation 

boulder talus or under log debris; ungulate 

carrion in winter. Suitable denning habitat in 

high elevation areas in Bitterroot and 

Sapphire ranges. 

Gulo 

1 recorded 

obs. in 2015, 

2 miles east 

of project area 

(BNF 2019) 

See Analysis. 

(R1SS) 

Northern bog 

lemming 

N 

N None. Project area is not 

in predicted optimal or 

moderate suitable habitat 

(MNHP 2019) 

NI Wet riparian sedge meadows, bogs, fens 
Synaptomys 

borealis Habitat 

(R1SS) 

Townsend's 

big-eared bat 

Y Y 

Minimum to none.  There 

is no predicted suitable 

habitat within the project 

area (MNHP 2019).  No 

impacts to caves.  See 

Analysis. 

MIIH  

Roosts in caves, mines, rocks and buildings. 

Forages over tree canopy, over riparian areas 

or water. Hibernates in caves or mines. 

Temporarily roosts in large snags. 
Corynorhinus 

townsendii 

(R1SS) 

Amphibians           

Coeur dôAlene 

Salamander 

N 

N None.  There is no 

predicted habitat within 

the project area (MNHP 

2019) 

NI 
Spray zones near waterfalls or seeps in 

fractured bedrock.  Plethodon 

idahoensis Habitat 

(R1SS) 

Northern 

Leopard frog 
N 

N None.  There is no 

predicted suitable habitat 

within the project area 

(MNHP 2019). 

NI 
Non-forested ponds. Possibly extirpated from 

Bitterroot drainage. Rana pipiens 
Habitat 

(R1SS) 

Western toad 

(Boreal toad) 

Y Y 

Minimal to none.  There 

is no predicted optimal 

suitable habitat within 

the project area (MNHP 

2019) 
MIIH  

Terrestrial habitat generalist; breeds in ponds, 

slow streams 

Bufo boreas 
See Analysis. 

(R1SS) 

Management 

Indicator 

Species 

          

Elk 

Y Y See Analysis. MIIH  
Habitat generalist. Winter range in lower 

elevation conifer/shrub/grasslands. Cervus 

canadensis 



SPECIES2 

Suitable 

Habitat 

in 

Project 

Area 

Potential to 

Occur/ If N- 

Rationale for 

Exclusion 

Brief Description of 

Projectôs Effects on 

Habitat or Species. E
ff
e
c
t 

D
e
te

rm
in

a
ti
o

n
3
 

Habitat Preference 

(MIS) 

Pine Marten 

Y Y 

Minimal to none.  

Proposed project 

activities may impact 

habitat for this species. MIIH  
Mature and older lodgepole, subalpine fir and 

spruce forests with abundant down logs. 
Odocoileus 

virginianus See Analysis. 

(MIS) 

Pileated 

woodpecker 

Y Y 

Beneficial to none.  

Proposed project 

activities may impact 

nesting habitat for this 

species. Project area 

contains predicted 

moderate suitable habitat 

(MNHP 2019) 

MIIH  

Mature and older lower to mid-elevation 

conifer forests or cottonwood gallery forests 

with large snags and down logs.  

Bonasa 

umbellus See Analysis. 

(MIS) 

Old Growth 

Habitat 
Y Y 

Old Growth is not 

specifically being 

proposed for treatment. 

Any activities would 

increase spacing and 

invigorate growth of 

remaining trees.  These 

treatments would 

increase resiliency to fire 

and disease and move 

stands more towards an 

Old Growth structure. 

BI 

Varies by climax vegetation type.  

Definitions of Old Growth Community 

characteristics by Green et al. (2001 errata 

2007) will be used in assessing Old Growth 

where it occurs. 

Applicable Regulatory Framework 
The proposed action has been reviewed and is determined to follow the management framework applicable to this 

resource. The laws, regulations, policies and Forest Plan direction applicable to this project and this resource are 

shown in Table 6 below. 

 

Table 6.  Piquett Creek project applicable laws, regulations, and policies. 

Statute Direction How Project Complies with Statute 

Bitterroot 
National Forest 

Plan 

The Bitterroot National Forest Management Plan (USDA 1987) provides 

standards and guidelines defined by management areas.  An explanation of 

compliance with standards and guidelines for management areas 
encompassing proposed treatment units are presented in Tables 6 and 7. 

Forest Plan direction for wildlife 

resources in the Piquett Creek project is 

found in the Forest Plan Standards table 
(Appendix A and B). 

Forest Service 

Manual 

The Forest Service Manual (FSM) (2670.32) directs that for species 

identified as sensitive, the Forest Service shall ñavoid or minimizeò impacts 

to species whose viability has been identified as a concern. FSM (2672.41) 
directs the Forest Service to ensure that Forest Service actions do not 

contribute to loss of viability.  

The Piquett Creek project complies with 
this direction because impacts to 

sensitive species have been minimized. 

See Effects Section for details. 



Statute Direction How Project Complies with Statute 

National Forest 
Management Act 

The Forest Service is required by the National Forest Management Act 

(NFMA) and its implementation regulations to provide for a diversity of 
native plant and animal communities based on the suitability and capability 

of the land in order to meet multiple use objectives.  

The Piquett Creek project complies with 
this law because all affected animal 

species were considered and provided for 

based on the suitability and capability of 
the land. 

Endangered 

Species Act 1973 

The Endangered Species Act of 1973 requires all Federal agencies to 
review any project authorized, funded, or carried out to determine that the 

action is not likely to jeopardize the continued existence of any proposed, 

threatened, or endangered species. This is accomplished via preparation of a 
biological assessment for those listed or proposed species present in the 

project area.  

See Canada Lynx (Appendix C) and 

Wolverine Programmatic Screening 

(Appendix D) and associated sections.  
Project actions are not likely to 

jeopardize the continued existence of any 

proposed, threatened, or endangered 
species. 

Bald and Golden 

Eagle Protection 

Act 

The Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act (16 USC 668a-d) prohibits any 

form of possession or taking of both bald eagles and golden eagles. The 

Final Ruleôs definition of disturb is defined in regulations at 50 CFR 5226; 
22.3 AS: ñTo agitate or bother a bald or golden eagle to a degree that 

causes, or is likely to cause, based on the best scientific information 

available, (1) injury to an eagle, (2) a decrease in its productivity, by 
substantially interfering with normal breeding, feeding, or sheltering 

behavior, or (3) nest abandonment, by substantially interfering with normal 

breeding feeding, or sheltering behavior.  

Proposed treatments are consistent with 
applicable laws, regulations, policy and 

direction for bald and golden eagles 

under this Act.  Potential effects to eagles 
are addressed in this analysis. 

Migratory Birds, 

EO 12962 of 

January 10, 2001 

Executive Order 13186 requires agencies to ensure that environmental 
analyses evaluate the effects of federal actions and agency plans on 

migratory birds, with emphasis on species of concern.  The Forest Service is 

required by the NFMA to ñprovide for diversity of plant and animal 
communities based on the suitability and capability of the specific land area 

in order to meet overall multiple use objectives.ò  A wide variety of 

Neotropical Migratory Bird species are dependent on a landscape with 
diverse vegetation.   

Proposed treatments are consistent with 

applicable laws, regulations, policy and 
direction for migratory bird species 

addressed in this analysis. 

Extraordinary Circumstances 

Federally Listed Threatened or Endangered Species Extraordinary Circumstances Determination: 
No extraordinary circumstances associated with the proposed actions. 

 

Canada Lynx and Designated Critical Habitat 

The Bitterroot National Forest including the Piquett Creek project area are considered secondary, unoccupied habitat 

where Canada lynx ñmay be present.ò The Programmatic Biological Assessment for Activities That Are Not Likely 

to Adversely Affect Canada Lynx, Grizzly Bear and Designated Canada Lynx Critical Habitat (USDA 2014a) was 

reviewed for its application to this project. The Piquett Creek project meets the screening criteria for ñmay affect but 

is not likely to adversely affectò Canada lynx.ò See the concurrence letter from the USFWS dated February 20, 2020 

(project file) and Programmatic Screen for analysis details (project file). The Piquett Creek project complies with the 

Northern Rockies Lynx Management Direction. 

 

There is no Canada Lynx Designated Critical Habitat on the Bitterroot National Forest including in the project area. 

 

Grizzly Bear and Designated Critical Habitat  

USFWS added grizzly bear to the list of threatened, endangered and candidate species that may be present on the 

BNF west of Highway 93 in alpine/subalpine coniferous forest on September 18, 2019. The project area is outside of 

the Bitterroot Grizzly Bear Recovery Zone (USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 1993) but inside the Bitterroot Grizzly 

Bear Experimental Population Area (USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 2000). Grizzly bears have not occupied the 

Bitterroot Mountains on the BNF for over 60 years. Two transient grizzly bears have been confirmed in the 

Bitterroot Mountains on the BNF in recent years. No other confirmed grizzly bear detections have occurred in the 

BNF portion of the Bitterroot Mountains in recent decades.   

 

Because of the recent change in the USFWS determination that grizzly bears ñmay be presentò on the entire 

Bitterroot National Forest, the analysis below documents the rationale that the Piquett Creek project may affect but 

is not likely to adversely affect grizzly bears.  A Biological Assessment was submitted to the USFWS for informal 



consultation on February 18, 2020 (project file).  The USFWS responded with a concurrence letter on February, 20 

2020 (project file). 

Federally Proposed Species Extraordinary Circumstances Determination: 
No extraordinary circumstances associated with the proposed actions.  The 2014 Regional Programmatic Biological 

Assessment for North American Wolverine (USDA 2014b) was reviewed for its application to this project.  The 

Piquett Creek project meets the screening criteria for the for ñnot likely to jeopardizeò (project file).  

Sensitive Species Extraordinary Circumstances Determination: 
No extraordinary circumstances associated with the proposed actions. 

Threatened and Endangered Species Analysis 

Canada Lynx 
The Bitterroot National Forest (BNF) is currently classified as non-occupied lynx habitat. The Northern Rockies 

Lynx Management Direction (NRLMD) Record of Decision (ROD) recommends, but does not require, that Forest 

with non-occupied lynx habitat meet the objectives, standards and guidelines contained in the NRLMD (USDA 

2007). Region 1 direction requires all R1 Forests to analyze projects in lynx habitat as if they were occupied. This 

analysis is documented in the lynx evaluation table (project file).   

 

Lynx habitat on the Bitterroot National Forest was recently mapped through a GIS process based on a procedure 

developed by the Lolo National Forest and Regional Office wildlife and GIS staffs.  The process used the best 

available data to identify areas of the cooler, moister habitat types that currently or in the future will support the true 

fir/spruce forests that lynx select. This is the BNFôs mapped lynx habitat. The process then used VMap data in 

combination with activity databases to determine existing structural stage for this mapped lynx habitat. Habitat type 

and structural stage were verified using plots installed by stand exam crews and/or wildlife staff and walk-through 

exams in stands that were mapped as suitable habitat. The corrected model results were then used to determine 

compliance with the Northern Rockies Lynx Management Direction (NRLMD) standards and guidelines (USDA 

2007). Mapped lynx habitat is widespread throughout the two LAUs, however, limited habitat exists in the project 

area due to the aspect, elevation, and potential vegetation types.  Currently, approximately 93% of the project area 

exists as warm-dry cover types (Table 1), which are not suitable lynx habitat.  Upon field verification, only 96 acres 

of the project area exists as habitat types that currently area or could develop into suitable habitat for lynx in the 

future (Map 3 ï Piquett Verified Lynx Habitat).  Fifteen acres are within the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) and 

may be eligible to treat under Standard VEG S10 of the NRLMD.  In order to comply with the R1 Programmatic 

Biological Assessment for Activities That Are Not Likely to Adversely Affect Canada Lynx, Grizzly Bear and 

Designated Canada Lynx Critical Habitat (USDA 2014a), all suitable field-verified Lynx habitat outside of the WUI 

will be excluded from any proposed project activities.  See Appendix C for Programmatic Screening Worksheet. 

 

There are no known lynx observations in the project area.  Across the two Lynx Analysis Units (LAUs) that the 

project area intersects, there are limited acres of regenerating stands that may support stand initiation vegetation 

structure capable of supporting snowshoe hare (Table 7).  Multi -story habitat does exist throughout the LAUs, 

however, within the project area, no snowshoe hare or droppings were observed during field recognizance.  The 

Bitterroot National Forest, cooperatively with Defenders of Wildlife (2014-2017) and the MPG Ranch (2017 ï 

Present), have annually monitored winter carnivores with remote sensing cameras, DNA hair snag sampling, track 

surveys, and eDNA collection from 2013 to present, baiting and monitoring collectively about 50 stations annually 

during the winter months across the Bitterroot National Forest.  Data from these stations (photos and DNA) is 

collected about 4 times during the winter months (roughly once per month), accumulatively accounting for about 

1,000 month-long capture opportunities.  No observations of lynx have been documented by this effort despite 

techniques designed to do so (McDaniel et al. 2000).  No winter carnivore stations have been monitored in the 

analysis area because of the low availability and quality of habitat.   

 

Table 7. Lynx habitat and structural stage of mapped habitat in the Piquett-Black and Rock-Ward LAUs 

LAU  Structural Stage Acres % of Mapped Habitat 

Rock Ward 
Multistory 20068.6 52% 

Other 10060.3 26% 



LAU  Structural Stage Acres % of Mapped Habitat 

Stand Initiation  1996.7 5% 

Stem Exclusion 1179.2 3% 

Temporary Unsuitable-10 908.0 2% 

Temporary Unsuitable-20 3816.2 10% 

Temporary Unsuitable-30 487.6 1% 

Total 38516.7 100% 

Piquett Black 

Multistory 9849.3 42% 

Other 3836.4 16% 

Stand Initiation 521.5 2% 

Stem Exclusion 1610.7 7% 

Temporary Unsuitable-20 7267.5 31% 

Temporary Unsuitable-30 234.7 1% 

Total 23320.2 100% 

 

Direct/Indirect  Effects 

NRLMD Standard VEG S1 specifies that if more than 30% of the lynx habitat in a LAU is currently in the ESI 

structural stage, no additional lynx habitat may be regenerated by vegetation management projects (USDA 2007). 

Both LAUs currently contain less than 30% of lynx habitat currently in the ESI, meeting this standard.   

 

NRLMD Standard VEG S2 specifies that timber management projects shall not regenerate more than 15% of lynx 

habitat on NFS lands in a LAU in a 10-year period. Both LAUs currently have none or less than 1% of lynx habitat 

that has regenerated in the past 10 years, meeting this standard. 

 

NRLMD Standard VEG S5 specifies that precommercial thinning projects that reduce snowshoe hare habitat may 

occur in the SI structural stage only under certain exceptions (USDA 2007). No mapped and field-verified lynx 

habitat outside of the WUI will be eligible for treatment, meeting this standard.   

 

NRLMD Standard VEG S6 specifies that vegetation management projects that reduce snowshoe hare habitat may 

occur in the MMS structural stage only under certain exceptions (i.e. fuel treatment projects in the WUI) or 

exemptions. No mapped and field-verified lynx habitat outside of the WUI will be eligible for treatment, meeting 

this standard.   

 

NRLMD standards VEG S5 and VEG S6 allow conversion of the SI and MMS structural stages to other stages in 

mapped lynx habitat for fuel treatment projects within the WUI on no more than 6 percent (cumulatively) of the total 

mapped lynx habitat on each National Forest (USDA 2007). The BNF currently classifies about 758,506 acres as 

mapped lynx habitat. 6 percent of the total mapped lynx habitat is about 45,510 acres. Potential lynx habitat that is 

inside the WUI for the Piquett Creek project totals 15 acres.  If all acres were treated, converting these acres to other 

structural stages in the WUI is well within the BNFôs allotted WUI exemption acres, and therefore meets the 

NRLMD.  

 

No project activities will occur in mapped, field-verified lynx habitat outside the WUI and a total of 15 acres may be 

treated inside the WUI; therefore, there would be minimal to no direct or indirect effect on lynx or lynx habitat 

outside of ecological succession and natural processes.  The potential activities would neither benefit lynx habitat 

nor contribute to effects of natural ecological succession.   

 

Determination 

Implementation of this project may affect but is not likely to adversely affect Canada lynx or their habitat (USDI 

Fish and Wildlife Service 2020).  



Grizzly Bear 
USFWS added grizzly bear to the list of threatened, endangered and candidate species that may be present on the 

BNF west of Highway 93 in alpine/subalpine coniferous forest on September 18, 2019. The project area is outside of 

the Bitterroot Grizzly Bear Recovery Zone (USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 1993) but inside the Bitterroot Grizzly 

Bear Experimental Population Area (USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 2000). Grizzly bears have not occupied the 

Bitterroot Mountains on the BNF for over 60 years. Two transient grizzly bears have been confirmed in the 

Bitterroot Mountains on the BNF in recent years. A verified grizzly bear traveled through the foothills of the 

Bitterroots as far south as Florence in May 2014 before turning around and heading back north. Augmentation 

grizzly #927 spent several months exploring the Bitterroot Divide (predominately on the Idaho side) as far south as 

Hamilton in late summer/early fall 2019 before returning to his starting point in the Cabinet Mountains to den.  

 

Direct/Indirect  and Cumulative Effects 

All activities in the proposed action would occur in suitable or potentially suitable grizzly bear habitat. Commercial 

timber harvest and prescribed burning all have the potential to directly and indirectly impact the species due to noise 

and disturbance from the implementation of the proposed activities, human presence and a change in the structure 

and age classes of vegetation in the treatment units. In the 2019 BO for the Effects of continued implementation of 

the Bitterroot National Forest Plan on Grizzly Bears (USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 2019), the Service stated, 

ñBased on our history of consultation on vegetation management projects, information in our files, and the analysis 

under the óGeneral Effects of Vegetation Managementô section above, we do not anticipate that vegetation 

management activities by themselves would result in effects to grizzly bears that would be so significant as to 

impact breeding, feeding or sheltering.ò Therefore, direct and indirect effects due to habitat changes resulting from 

vegetative management treatments are expected to be insignificant and/or discountable (Table 8).In the BA for 

Grizzly Bear (Ursus arctos horribilis) for the Piquett Project (project file).  The following direct and indirect effects 

were analyzed (Table 8). 

 

Table 8. Direct and Indirect Effects Analysis of the Piquett Project on grizzly bear. 

Effects to: 
Measure of 

Effect 
Justification 

Denning Habitat None 

No grizzly bears or grizzly bear dens have been reported within the 

action area. It is extremely unlikely that denning grizzly bears would 

be impacted by this project during the denning period.  

OMRTD 

Insignificant 

and/or 

Discountable 

No permanent road construction.  All temporary roads will be 

decommissioned within 3 years of project completion. 

Secure Habitat 

Insignificant 

and/or 

Discountable 

No grizzly bears documented in action area in over 50 years. 4-6% of 

secure habitat may be slightly altered due to project activities.   

Cover 

Insignificant 

and/or 

Discountable 

No grizzly bears documented in action area in over 50 years.  

Treatment of project area may occur in xeric ponderosa pine/Douglas 

fir forest that provides current cover.  Project activities will likely 

increase foliage diversity in the understory providing for additional 

cover and forage in the future. 

Food Availability 

Insignificant 

and/or 

Discountable 

No whitebark pine or avalanche chutes in project area.  Elk use and 

winter range would slightly benefit from project activities. 



Effects to: 
Measure of 

Effect 
Justification 

Grizzly Bear Use  

Insignificant 

and/or 

Discountable 

Future grizzly bear use of the action area is expected to be infrequent 

and unpredictable, since any bears using the area in at least the near 

future are expected to be transient animals.  

Grizzly Bear/Human Interactions  

Insignificant 

and/or 

Discountable 

The increased presence of humans in the project area during 

implementation of the project would increase the risk of disturbance, 

displacement or morality to transient grizzly bears. This risk is 

discountable because there have been no records of grizzly bears in the 

action area for at least 50 years, and it is unlikely that a transitory 

grizzly bear would pass through the area during project 

implementation.  

Grazing Allotments None There are no grazing allotments in the action area. 

 

High levels of human activity usually have a negative effect on the grizzly bear population because the greatest 

cause of grizzly bear mortality in the NCDE is from conflicts with humans. All these activities had or have the 

potential to impact grizzly bears and/or grizzly bear habitat in the project area. The presence of these activities may 

lead grizzly bears to avoid otherwise suitable habitat. This is unlikely however, as no grizzly bears have been 

sighted in the project area to date and the project area is approximately 110 miles away from the NCDE recovery 

zone and 187 miles away from the GYE recovery zone. 

 

Determination 

Implementation of this project may affect but is not likely to adversely affect grizzly bear (USDA 2020, USDI Fish 

and Wildlife Service 2020).  

Sensitive Species Analysis 

Flammulated Owl 
The flammulated owl is listed as a Sensitive species in the Northern Region and thus insuring that viability is 

maintained is the management goal.  No specific conservation measures, standards, or guidelines are offered in the 

Bitterroot National Forest Plan (1987) and no monitoring is specified.  The species is classified as a ñSpecies of 

Concernò in Montana (MNHP website 10/2/2019).  According to the Montana Natural Heritage Program the species 

is currently considered globally uncommon but not rare and within Montana, it is potentially at risk, but may be 

locally abundant. 

 

Flammulated owls are associated with mature to old growth ponderosa pine/Douglas-fir forests at lower elevations 

in the Rocky Mountains.  Composition of forests within favored areas where flammulated owls foraged repeatedly 

suggests the importance of old ponderosa pine or ponderosa pine and Douglas-fir in the foraging behavior of the 

owl.  The flammulated owl habitat query of the R1 VMap dataset identified approximately 191 acres of suitable 

habitat within the project Area, or 3% of the area, meaning that this habitat may currently have the components 

necessary to meet the nesting and/or foraging needs of flammulated owls (Map 4 ï vMap Flammulated Owl 

Habitat). Stands identified as suitable habitat by the query are widely scattered throughout the project area.  

 

A wildlife technician conducted surveys for flammulated owls in the project area during the summer of 1994 and 

detected one flammulated owl just to the west of the boundary of the project area.  No other owls have been detected 

in or near the project area since.  Surveys were again conducted during field visits in May, June, and July of 2019, 

and no flammulated owls were detected.   

 

Direct/Indirect and Cumulative Effects 



There would be little to no direct effects on flammulated owls from proposed project activities.  Due to the lack of 

presence of owls and the scattered suitable habitat, flammulated owls are not anticipated to be in or near the project 

area or affected by any activities associated with implementation.   

 

Potential project activities may affect habitat in the short term by reducing Douglas-fir thickets that flammulated 

owls sometimes use for roosting or singing.  Prescribed fires may improve habitat quality in the long term by 

increasing the ratio of ponderosa pine in the stands, accelerating the growth rates of remaining trees, and moving 

treated areas towards the open stand structure that this species prefers.  Any treatments in areas that may contain old 

growth characteristics would be designed to continue moving stands towards the desired old growth condition by 

increasing vigor of tree growth and reducing competition from more shade-tolerant species.     

 

Determination 

Implementation of this project may impact individual flammulated owls or their habitat but would not likely 

contribute to a trend towards Federal listing or loss of viability to population or species.  

Fisher 
Fishers are considered a Sensitive Species by the USFS Northern Region and are managed to reduce impacts to the 

species and avoid contributing toward declining habitat or populations that would lead toward Federal Listing.  The 

species is classified as a ñSpecies of Concernò in Montana, having very limited habitat and/or potentially declining 

populations in the state; worldwide, it is classified as common, widespread, and abundant (MNHP website 

10/2/2019).  Most recently, on October 5, 2017, the USFWS determined that the fisher in this region did not warrant 

listing under the Endangered Species Act at this time.  As a result, the Northern Rocky Mountain DPS of the fisher 

is not protected under the ESA but continues to be classified as a Sensitive species by the Northern Region.  

 

Fisher habitat was classified and mapped on a Regional scale by Olson et al. (2014) using a combination of 

vegetation data provided by the LANDFIRE model and several other physical and climatic parameters. Olson 

subsequently reran her model basing the vegetative data on the R1 VMap dataset, which includes tree species 

composition, size class and canopy cover. The project biologist based the fisher analysis on Olsonôs updated fisher 

habitat estimates, but modified those estimates based on field verification (Table 9) (Map 4 ï Fisher Habitat).  

Drainage bottoms with riparian coniferous forests/mesic forest types appear to be preferred habitat for both fisher 

and American marten (Buskirk and Ruggiero 1994, Heinemeyer 1993, Powell and Zielinski 1994). Optimum habitat 

for fishers is thought to include mature, moist coniferous forest with a substantial woody debris component, 

particularly in riparian/forest ecotones in low-to-mid-elevation areas that do not accumulate large amounts of snow 

(Jones 1991, Heinemeyer 1993, Powell and Zielinski 1994, Sauder and Rachlow 2015, Schwartz et al. 2013). 

 

Table 9.  Fisher habitat in the Piquett Creek project area 

Modeled Fisher Habitat Quality Acres % of Total Project Area 

Low Quality 976.8 17% 

Medium Quality 612.3 11% 

High Quality 255.5 4% 

Total Habitat 1844.7 32% 

Total Project Area 5798.0   

 

Approximately one third of the project area models as fisher habitat, but over half is low quality due to the existing 

vegetation (Table 1), however some medium and high-quality habitat may exist in isolated patched across the 

project area.  While there is optimal fisher habitat modeled along the West Fork of the Bitterroot River and up 

Piquett Creek, fishers are characterized as a species that avoid humans (Douglas and Strickland 1987) and tends to 

be more common in areas where the density of humans is low and human disturbance is reduced (Powell and 

Zielinski 1994).  In addition, fishers seem to avoid non-forested and pole/sapling stands and spend little time in 

ponderosa pine.  The fisherôs apparent preference for mature, moist coniferous forests, combined with a restriction 

to areas of lower snow accumulation, indicates that fisher habitat on the BNF is most likely to occur near larger 

streams at lower elevations. Fisher habitat on the BNF seems to occur mostly within the large canyons in the 

Bitterroot Range and leading into the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness. 

 



There are no known fisher observations in the project area.  The Bitterroot National Forest, cooperatively with 

Defenders of Wildlife (2014-2017) and the MPG Ranch (2017 ï Present), have annually monitored winter 

carnivores with remote sensing cameras, DNA hair snag sampling, track surveys, and eDNA collection from 2013 to 

present, baiting and monitoring collectively about 50 stations annually during the winter months across the 

Bitterroot National Forest.  Data from these stations (photos and DNA) is collected about 4 times during the winter 

months (roughly once per month), accumulatively accounting for about 1,000 month-long capture opportunities.  

Only 22 detections of fisher have occurred across the entire BNF during this sampling effort, and the nearest 

detection was 7 miles to the west near the Nez Perce Fork of the Bitterroot River.  Two winter carnivore stations 

have been monitored in or near the analysis area in 2015 and 2017.   

 

Direct/Indirect and Cumulative Effects 

Proposed treatments may reduce suitability of certain habitat components for fisher.  Horizontal structural 

complexity would likely be reduced in treatment areas.  This reduction of horizontal structural complexity may 

increase home range size, energetic costs of traversing the landscape, and increase potential predation (Moriarity et 

al. 2016).  However, proposed activities are designed to progress succession towards larger basal area and older 

growth characteristics which would likely be beneficial for fisher.  Increasing basal area of remaining trees would 

likely increase the eventual recruitment of larger more persistent snags and increase habitat suitability for red 

squirrels, a preferred prey species and ecological engineer (Fager 1991, Coffin 1994, and Ruggiero et al. 1998).  

Implementation of the proposed treatments may impact some individuals but is not expected to significantly reduce 

population viability for fishers.     

 

Determination 

Implementation of this project may impact individual fisher or their habitat but would not likely contribute to 

a trend towards Federal listing or loss of viability to population or species.  

Gray Wolf 
Wolves are considered a Sensitive Species by the USFS Northern Region and are managed to reduce impacts to the 

species and avoid contributing toward declining habitat or populations that would lead toward Federal Listing.  They 

are classified as in Montana, as apparently secure, though quite rare in parts of its range; worldwide, wolves are 

considered common and widespread (MNHP website 10/2/2019).  Wolves in Montana are no longer listed as 

Endangered, and wolf management has been returned to the state wildlife management agencies. According to the 

provisions of the 2011 Appropriations Act, this reissuance is not subject to judicial review. Wolves were 

automatically added to the Regional Foresterôs Sensitive Species List at the time they were delisted. Montana held 

legal wolf hunting seasons beginning in 2011. 

 

Wolves are classified as a habitat generalist. The entire project area is currently suitable habitat for wolves from the 

standpoint of the vegetation.  Due to the widespread nature of wolves, little survey information exists.  The most 

recent observations date to 2006-2009 when Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks documented wolves from the Sula 

pack approximately 5 miles to the southeast of the project area. 

 

Direct/Indirect and Cumulative Effects 

Proposed vegetation treatments could result in minor changes to population numbers of deer and elk in the project 

area because it would result in increased forage production and reduced hiding cover. Any construction of temporary 

roads would increase the potential for human disturbance to wolves and their prey in several areas, although these 

roads would not be open for public motorized use. Wolves might be somewhat more vulnerable to mortality due to 

hunting because of the reduced amount of hiding cover. The net effect from this combination of factors to local wolf 

populations is expected to be negligible. Individual wolves might be displaced temporarily by human disturbance, 

but any such animals would likely move to another portion of their large territory. 

 

Determination 

Implementation of this project may impact individual wolves or their habitat but would not likely contribute to 

a trend towards Federal listing or loss of viability to population or species.  

Wolverine 
Wolverine are considered a Sensitive Species by the USFS Northern Region, are proposed for listing under the ESA,  

and are managed to reduce impacts to the species and avoid contributing toward declining habitat or populations that 



would lead toward Federal Listing.  The species is classified as a ñSpecies of Concernò in Montana, having very 

limited habitat and/or potentially declining populations in the state; worldwide, it is classified as apparently secure, 

though it may be quite rare in parts of its range, and/or suspected to be declining. (MNHP website 10/2/2019).  As of 

October 18, 2016, the USFWS issued a notice that it was reopening the comment period on the February 4, 2013 

proposed rule to list the distinct population segment of wolverine occurring in the contiguous United States as 

threatened. As a result, the wolverine is currently proposed for listing as a threatened species. 

 

Wolverines are a generalist species with large home ranges (100 ï 422km2) and long-distance dispersal (Ò378km) 

capabilities (Banci 1994).  The generalist nature of wolverine and their large home ranges necessitate conservation 

at a large landscape scale (Inman 2013) and complicate evaluating the contribution of relatively minor disturbance 

effects (i.e. treatment units).  Scientists with the Wildlife Conservation Societyôs (WCS) Greater Yellowstone 

Wolverine Program (GYWP), the Craighead Environmental Institute and several government agencies developed a 

wolverine habitat model based on habitat parameters including spring snow depth, terrain ruggedness index (related 

to steepness which implies the presence of talus/boulder fields and avalanche terrain), latitude-adjusted elevation 

(related to the location of timberline), conifer cover, forest edge, and road density (Brock et al. 2007). This model 

was further refined by Inman et al. (2013). The model outputs identified primary wolverine habitat in the western 

U.S. Primary wolverine habitat is the area within the climactic limits of wolverines that resident adult wolverines are 

expected to occupy. Model outputs were then overlaid with measured habitat criteria from 31 known wolverine den 

sites to identify areas likely to provide suitable wolverine denning habitat.  

 

The Piquett Creek project area contains no modeled primary wolverine habitat, but suitable habitat was modeled 

approximately ½ mile to the east of the project area (Map 6 ï Wolverine Dispersal Habitat).  In addition, the 

Bitterroot National Forest, cooperatively with Defenders of Wildlife (2014-2017) and the MPG Ranch (2017 ï 

Present), have annually monitored winter carnivores with remote sensing cameras, DNA hair snag sampling, track 

surveys, and eDNA collection from 2013 to present, baiting and monitoring collectively about 50 stations annually 

during the winter months across the Bitterroot National Forest.  Data from these stations (photos and DNA) is 

collected about 4 times during the winter months (roughly once per month), accumulatively accounting for about 

1,000 month-long capture opportunities.  One wolverine was detected at a monitoring station approximately 3 miles 

to the east of the project area.    

 

Direct/Indirect and Cumulative Effects 

Proposed treatments would likely have minimal effect on habitat suitability for wolverine.  Wolverine are a wide-

ranging species and the dispersed small extent of proposed treatment units is not expected to significantly adversely 

affect wolverine home range selection, dispersal movements, or population viability.    

 

Determination 

The proposed action is Not Likely to Jeopardize the continuing existence of wolverine based on the limited extent 

of the project area and the expected post-implementation condition precipitated by proposed treatments.  This 

determination is based on the lack of observations of wolverine in the project area, the general unsuitability of 

habitat in the analysis area (Inman et al 2013), and the fact that land management activities are not a threat to 

wolverine (Federal Register 79:47539).  The potential for disturbance to wolverines from project activities is 

extremely remote.  Project treatments would be neutral or improve habitat resiliency for wolverine.  For these 

reasons project effects to wolverine populations would be insignificant.  Implementation of this project may impact 

individual wolverine or their habitat but would not likely contribute to a trend towards Federal listing or loss 

of viability to population or species.  

Townsendôs Big-eared Bat 
Townsendôs Big-eared Bats are considered a Sensitive Species by the USFS Northern Region and are managed to 

reduce impacts to the species and avoid contributing toward declining habitat or populations that would lead toward 

Federal Listing.  The species is classified as a ñSpecies of Concernò in Montana, having very limited habitat and/or 

potentially declining populations in the state; worldwide, it is classified as apparently secure, though it may be quite 

rare in parts of its range, and/or suspected to be declining. (MNHP website 10/2/2019).  Since there are no known 

primary roosting habitats (caves or mines) for Townsendôs big-eared bat within the project area, potential effects to 

snags, which may be used as roosts, are assessed. 

 



Townsendôs big-eared bats have been detected in the Bitterroot drainage, but very little is known about their local 

abundance or distribution. They are often associated with mesic habitats characterized by coniferous and deciduous 

forests, but occupy a wide variety of vegetation types, from juniper/pine to high elevation mixed conifer forests 

(Barbour and Davis 1969). They appear to avoid grasslands whenever possible (NatureServe 2019). Caves and 

abandoned mines are essential for maternity roosts and hibernacula (Foresman 2001). 

 

Direct/Indirect and Cumulative Effects 

The proposed project activities would not affect any mines, caves or tunnels that could provide important habitat for 

Townsendôs big-eared bat maternal colonies or hibernacula because none of these structures are known to exist 

within the project area. Project activities may reduce the existing snag densities in certain areas. Snag retention 

guidelines in the design features would assure that appropriate numbers of snags would be retained in any treated 

units, including the large ponderosa pine and Douglas-fir snags that are more likely to provide the cavities or loose 

bark that bats might use for roosting. Snags left inside and outside of proposed units would provide adequate 

roosting opportunities for individual male bats. 

 

The forest structure in the treatment units would be more open than it currently is, but it is difficult to determine 

whether this change would cause bat prey species and bat foraging opportunities to decline or increase. Prescribed 

burning may be completed in some treatment areas depending on fuel loading following commercial and non-

commercial treatments. The effects of prescribed burning would be like a low severity wildland fire that reduces 

fuels while preserving most of the live trees, shrubs, and other forest vegetation. Prescribed fire could reduce habitat 

quality for big-eared bats by eliminating some of the large existing snags that this species prefers for roosting. These 

snags can catch on fire even during low intensity underburns, and once on fire will often burn through and fall. 

Prescribed fire can also create new snags if they generate enough heat around green trees, and some of these new 

snags may be large enough to accommodate big-eared bat roosting. Given the standard burning prescription in lower 

elevation stands, it is likely that the trend in the number of large snags in these units would be downward. Overall, 

the effects of project activities to big-eared bat habitat would likely be neutral to negative in the short term. 

 

Determination 

Implementation of this project may impact individual Townsendôs Big-eared bats or their habitat but would 

not likely contribute to a trend towards Federal listing or loss of viability to population or species.  

Western Toad 
The boreal/western toad is listed as a Sensitive species in the Northern Region and thus insuring that viability is 

maintained is the management goal.  No specific conservation measures, standards, or guidelines are offered in the 

Bitterroot Forest Plan (1987) and no monitoring is specified.  The species is classified as a ñSpecies of Concernò in 

Montana, having very limited habitat and/or potentially declining populations in the state; worldwide, it is classified 

as apparently secure, but may be declining in parts of its range (MNHP website 10/2/2019). 

 

Western toads are habitat generalists that are found in a variety of habitats from valley bottoms to high elevations. 

They breed in lakes, ponds, and slow streams with a preference for shallow areas with mud bottoms. Breeding 

season varies with elevation, but typically occurs soon after ice has left a site.  There are no known observations of 

Western Toad in the project area, nor were any observed during field visits in May, June, and July of 2019, but due 

to their widespread distribution, the species is likely present in the analysis area at the adult life stage.   

 

Direct/Indirect and Cumulative Effects 

Riparian buffers along all known streams, wetlands and riparian areas would protect any toad breeding habitat that 

might occur within the analysis area from damage due to vegetative treatments.  Potential project activities would 

not change the amount of suitable habitat for western toads within the project area, but it would alter the habitat 

quality in some suitable habitat. Certain treatment activities would improve habitat for toads by opening the forest 

canopy and creating small openings that toads apparently select (Bull 2006).   

 

Mechanized activities in potential harvest units could increase toad mortality due to equipment running over toads. 

This is most likely to occur in harvest units where ground-based yarding systems are used as opposed to units where 

skyline or tracked-line machine systems are used. Falling trees could potentially kill toads in any potential harvest 

units. Hauling associated with harvest units could increase the risk of mortality to toads crossing or resting on roads. 



Toads seem to congregate on roads in some locations, especially during the evenings when the air temperature is 

cooling, and roads retain some residual heat from the day.  

 

The effects of prescribed fire would be like a low severity wildland fire that reduces fuels while preserving most of 

the live trees, shrubs, and other forest vegetation. Toad habitat would generally improve in prescribed burning units, 

which would open the canopy to some extent and simulate some of the burned conditions that toads seem to do well 

in (Pilliod et al. 2006). 

 

Determination 

Implementation of this project may impact individual Western Toads or their habitat but would not likely 

contribute to a trend towards Federal listing or loss of viability to population or species.  

Management Indicator Species Analysis 

Elk 
The elk is a Management Indicator Species (MIS) for the BNF used to gauge impacts on all big game species 

(Bitterroot Forest Plan 1987).   The Plan stated the elk population status was to be used as an indicator of commonly 

hunted ungulate species and the status of their habitat.  Elk use a large variety of habitats including many of the 

younger successional stages created after fire or timber harvest.  Because of wide habitat use and other impacts (e.g. 

hunting, diseases, winter use on other land ownerships), elk population fluctuation may not reflect habitat conditions 

on the Bitterroot National Forest adequately.   

 

Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife, and Parks (MTFWP) analyze and assess elk population goals and objectives 

on the Elk Management Unit (EMU) scale.  Hunting District (HD) 250 is considered its own EMU, the West Fork 

EMU. This EMU encompasses 355,448 acres, of which the Piquett Creek project area equals 1.6%.  MTFWPôs 

goals for the elk population in the Montana Statewide Elk Management Plan (2004) in the West Fork EMU include 

managing elk numbers at 1400 elk and cooperating with public and private landowners in the management of habitat 

with emphasis on maintain a diverse bull age structure (MTFWP 2004).  The habitat objectives with respect to these 

goals include: 

¶ Participate in cooperative programs with public and private land managers that will maintain 452,506 acres 

of occupied elk habitat. 

¶ Maintain elk security so that elk harvest is distributed throughout the hunting season with no more than 

30% of the bull harvest occurring during the first week of the general season. 

¶ Maintain and enhance the current amount of elk winter range. 

 

The Bitterroot Forest Plan (1987) mapped the entire Piquett Creek project area as winter range, although different 

management areas (MAs) encompass different portions of the project area (Table 1).  Several Forest Plan directions 

regarding elk management are applicable to the project (Appendices A and B).  While MTFWP analyzes elk 

management on an EMU scale, the Bitterroot Forest Plan uses different spatial extents, which makes analysis more 

complicated.  The following discussion regarding Forest Plan objectives with regards to elk is within the context of 

the Piquett Creek project making up 1.6% of the land area of the West Fork EMU, and the different spatial scales 

with which MTFWP and the BNF analyze pertinent information.    

 

Elk Population (FP Standard II e.(11)) 

These MTFWP goals and objectives require secure habitat areas in summer, assessing harvest and hunting season 

success and modifying as necessary, and providing enough winter range to support elk when little forage is 

available.  As of 2019, the West Fork EMU had a winter count of 901 elk (MTFWP 2019).  Winter counts are a 

minimum count and serve as a trend indicator; depending on the type of terrain, type of count, observer bias, 

frequency, and a host of other factors, these counts can fluctuate from year to year or even from observer to 

observer.  For more information on how MTFWP conducts elk counts and data interpretation, refer to the 

ñEstimating Elk Population Parametersò section of the Statewide Elk Plan (2004).  Elk counts in the West Fork 

EMU has been on an upward trend since records have been kept in the early 1960s (MTFWP 2019).  From 2004 to 

present, the elk population has continued to increase.  Some portion of this trend may be attributable to different 

season structures and hunter harvest, which is an additional tool used to understand elk population fluctuation.  Elk 

harvest has been relatively stable for the West Fork EMU since 2011, but season structure and license distribution 

changed from an unlimited to limited unit at that time.   



 

Habitat Analysis (FP Standard II e.(12)) 

A requirement of the Bitterroot Forest Plan is to consider the Guides for Elk Habitat Objectives (USDA 1978).  

These guidelines suggest that winter range vegetation should provide 20% of the winter range area in thermal cover, 

20% in hiding cover, 20% in open forage, and 40% in forested forage.  Each of these recommendations was 

analyzed separately within the West Fork EMU, except for hiding cover (Table 10).  Current limitations of VMAP 

do not provide enough stand dynamic information to assess hiding cover in any meaningful way. 

 

Table 10. vMap cover information for West Fork EMU and Piquett Creek project area 
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This publication defines different cover type criteria (Ibid), however, due to the science in 1978 and the current data 

available from VMAP, the cover analyses very slightly, but comparisons and calculations are suitable for the scale 

of the analysis.  

 

The purpose of the thermal cover guidelines was to provide habitat that at that time was believed to be necessary to 

meet the Forest Plan goals and objectives of maintaining the Stateôs population goals for elk. Recent research, 

however has questioned the necessity of thermal cover for survival of wintering elk (Cook et al. 1998). The 

researchers found ñno significant, positive effect of thermal cover on the condition of elk during any of their six 

experiments. In contrast, dense cover provided a costly energetic environment, resulting in significantly greater 

over-winter mass loss, fat catabolism, and (in one winter) mortality.ò Whether thermal cover is necessary for 

individual elk survival or elk population viability seems open to question.  Thermal cover within the identified 

winter range across the West Fork EMU is approximately 74910 acres of BNF lands.  VMap estimates that about 

9049 acres (12%) of this winter range area qualify as thermal cover. The project area contains approximately 2011 

acres of thermal cover (35% of the project area), which is 2.6% of the thermal cover in the entire EMU, which 

amounts to 0.6% of the total acres in the EMU (Map 7 ï Elk Winter Range and Thermal Cover).    The amount of 

thermal meets the recommended 20% optimal thermal cover percentage referenced in Guides for Elk Habitat 

Objectives (USDA 1978) but not in the entire EMU.  In consideration of the more recent applicable science from 

Cook et al 1998, and the increasing trend in elk population, any proposed project activities that affect thermal cover 

are negligible in the Piquett Creek project area on the total winter thermal cover in the West Fork EMU.   

 

Forested forage was analyzed across the EMU, EMU winter range, and the Piquett Creek project area (Map 8 ï Elk 

Forested Forage).  68% of the EMU, 81% of EMU winter range, and 63% of the project area were classified as 

forested forage.  These figures all exceed the recommended amount of forested forage from Guides for Elk Habitat 

Objectives (USDA 1978).  In consideration of the increasing trend in elk population, any proposed project activities 

that affect forested forage are negligible in the Piquett Creek project area on the total winter forested forage in the 

West Fork EMU.   

 

Open forage was analyzed across the EMU, EMU winter range, and the Piquett Creek project area (Map 9 ï Elk 

Open Forage).  20% of the EMU, 7% of EMU winter range, and 3% of the Piquett Creek project area were classified 

as open forage.  Any potential vegetation treatments in the project area would move both the EMU winter range and 

the project area closer towards meeting the recommended open forage percentages. 

 



Hiding cover, defined as vegetation capable of hiding an elk at Ò200ǋ, was not analyzed for the project because no 

currently available data is enough to analyze this metric.  However, hiding cover has not likely been a limiting factor 

in elk population growth in most of the project area. The degree to which hiding cover may influence seasonal elk 

occupancy of forest service lands is unknown. 

 

Elk Habitat Effectiveness (FP Standard II e.(14)) 

The Forest Plan standard for elk habitat effectiveness (EHE) is to manage roads through the Travel Plan process to 

attain or maintain 50 percent or higher EHE in currently roaded drainages (those where more than 25% of the 

potential road system was in place in 1987), and 60 percent or higher EHE in drainages where less than 25% of the 

roads had been built (USDA 1987). EHEs of 50% and 60% equate to 2 miles and 1 mile of open road per square 

mile, respectively (Lyon 1983).   

 

No permanent roads will be constructed as part of the Piquett Creek project, and any temporary roads will be 

decommissioned within 3 years of completion of the project.  The open road density and resulting EHE will not 

change from the existing condition in any of the 3rd order drainages that the project boundary intersects. 

 

The EHE model described by Lyon (1983) was the best information available at the time the Plan was implemented. 

Subsequently, a model developed by Hillis et al. (1991) has been used in Bitterroot National Forest project planning 

to maintain elk security during hunting season when elk are most vulnerable. See the following elk security section 

for details of how this model has been used to achieve the Forest Plan objective. 

 

Elk Security  

Elk security areas have been mapped using the criteria from Hillis et al. (1991). Security areas are defined as non-

linear polygons of cover that are greater than 250 acres and more than one half mile from a road open to motorized 

use during the rifle hunting season (Map 10 ï Mapped Elk Security). Adequate elk security exists when at least 30 

percent of an elk herd unit qualifies as security area (Hillis et al. 1991).  The elk security area percentage for the 

West Fork EMU is currently 45%, none of which falls within the Piquett Creek project area.   In consideration of the 

increasing trend in elk population, the small size of the project area(1.6%) compared to the total EMU land mass, 

and the fact that no elk security area will be impacted, any implemented project activities will not contribute to the 

loss of elk security or a downward trend of the elk population in the West Fork EMU.   

 

Direct/Indirect and Cumulative Effects 

Potential treatments could convert certain areas into more suitable habitat for elk.  This is primarily due to 

reductions in canopy cover and course woody debris resulting from the various treatments and subsequent burning. 

The resulting stands would generally provide more open forage or forested forage habitat with greater nutritional 

value to elk.    

 

Prescribed fire may be completed depending on fuel loading following commercial thinning. The effects of this 

treatment would be like a low severity wildland fire that reduces fuels while preserving most of the live trees, 

shrubs, and other forest vegetation.  It would also reinvigorate shrub and forb growth, providing for better forage for 

elk and other game species.  Components of the multi-storied forest structure will most likely be lost in portions of 

habitat that serve as hiding cover, depending on the fire behavior.  

 

In the long term, project activities may reduce the risk of a large, high-intensity fire that could drastically alter the 

landscape for elk and other big game use.  This treatment would help move treated stands towards old growth 

conditions in the long term by reducing high stocking densities that result in slow-growing, stunted trees that are at 

high risk of stand-replacing fire.  

 

Both the beneficial and negative effects of these treatment activities would both be short- and long-term, depending 

on the scope and scale of treatments. 

 

Conclusion 

Proposed project treatments would have short term negative impacts to elk and big game. Elk would likely still 

occupy portions of the area, and treatments would help improve elk forage, habitat, and populations in the long term 

at both the local and Forest scales. 



Pine Marten 
The pine marten is a Management Indicator Species for the Bitterroot National Forest.  Recent genetic data indicate 

that there are two species of Marten within Montana with a zone of hybridization that still needs to be mapped to 

inform conservation status designations and management efforts; Pacific Marten (Martes caurina) has more of a 

southern distribution and American Marten (Martes americana) has more of a northern distribution in western 

Montana (Dawson and Cook 2012, Dawson et al. 2017). 

 

The marten is one of the most common, mid-sized carnivores in northern North America. Although populations 

have been reduced by habitat loss and trapping in some areas, marten are still common, particularly in western 

Montana (Foresman 2001). Marten are active throughout the year and are dietary generalists, foraging primarily on 

voles and mice. Marten habitat was classified and mapped through a query of the R1 VMap dataset. The marten 

query was based on a combination of tree species dominance type, size class, and canopy cover that identifies stands 

that contain forest structural components that are likely to meet the habitat needs of marten. Marten habitat quality 

ratings were highest in polygons that had a combination of dominance by more mesic overstory species, larger trees 

and higher crown closures. 

 

The Forest does not have population estimates for marten within the Piquett Creek project area, but a marten was 

detected during carnivore monitoring on the one site in the project area in 2015.   Marten habitat within the project 

area is connected to other areas of suitable marten habitat via forested riparian areas along Piquett Creek and its 

major tributaries. 

 

Direct/Indirect and Cumulative Effects 

Potential treatments could convert marten habitat into unsuitable habitat for martens. This is primarily due to 

reductions in canopy cover and course woody debris resulting from the various treatments and subsequent burning. 

The resulting stands would generally provide insufficient canopy closures and coarse woody debris to qualify as 

marten habitat.  

 

The project area appears to support a resident marten population based on confirmed records. It is likely that 

implementation of some proposed treatments would reduce carrying capacity for marten to some extent.  Prescribed 

fire may be completed depending on fuel loading following commercial thinning. The effects of this treatment 

would be like a low severity wildland fire that reduces fuels while preserving most of the live trees, shrubs, and 

other forest vegetation. Components of the multi-storied forest structure will most likely be lost in portions of 

designated habitat depending on the fire behavior.  

 

In the long term, project activities may reduce the risk of a large, high-intensity fire that could drastically reduce the 

amount of suitable marten habitat in large portions of the project area. This treatment would help move treated 

stands towards old growth conditions in the long term by reducing high stocking densities that result in slow-

growing, stunted trees that are at high risk of stand-replacing fire.  

Effects of the reduction in marten habitat would last until canopy cover has re-grown to be continuous again and 

there is a multi-storied forest structure. 

 

Conclusion 

Proposed project treatments would have short term negative impacts to marten habitat and could reduce the project 

areaôs carrying capacity for martens to some extent. Treatments within marten habitat would reduce marten habitat 

quality by reducing overhead canopy, and by reducing the amount of potential down woody debris. However, 

treatments would also reduce the risk of stand-replacing fire and would improve stand composition and structure in 

the longer term. This would result in improved marten habitat quality in the future. Although marten numbers in the 

analysis area might be reduced somewhat in the short term, the species would likely still occupy portions of the area, 

and transient individuals would be able to move through the area and connect populations to the north and south. 

Proposed treatments would help improve marten habitat and populations in the long term at both the local and Forest 

scales. 

Pileated Woodpecker 
The pileated woodpecker is a Management Indicator Species for the Bitterroot National Forest used to gauge 

impacts on mature old growth forests with limited management (Bitterroot Forest Plan, 1987).   The health of its 

population was supposed to indicate the condition of habitats for other wildlife species that use components of old 



growth such as large snags and mature, decaying trees.   The pileated woodpecker is considered widespread and 

common globally (G5), but a species of concern in Montana because of its limited or declining numbers or habitat 

(S3) (Montana Natural Heritage Program, accessed 10/5/2019).  The species, however is apparently reasonably 

common on the Bitterroot National Forest according to the Northern Region Landbird Monitoring Program. 

 

Pileated woodpeckers use a huge variety of habitats including open and closed forest stands, agricultural and rural 

areas and older forests.  Suitable habitat typically includes dry to moderately moist forests in older seral stages, and 

usually contains old growth, mature, saw timber, or multi storied structural components. Suitable habitat is typically 

limited to elevations below 6200ô on the Bitterroot National Forest. The pileated woodpecker habitat query of the 

R1 VMap dataset identified approximately 4556 acres of suitable habitat within the project area, or 79% of the area, 

meaning that this habitat may currently have the components necessary to meet the nesting and/or foraging needs of 

pileated woodpeckers (Map 11- vMap Pileated Woodpecker Habitat). 

 

The Forest does not have population estimates for pileated woodpeckers within the Piquett Creek project area, but 

pileated woodpeckers are known to occur. The projectôs wildlife biologist observed pileated woodpecker 

excavations and foraging evidence on a regular basis and saw or heard pileated woodpeckers while doing wildlife 

habitat surveys in the analysis area during the summer of 2019.  

 

Direct/Indirect and Cumulative Effects 

Potential treatments proposed would reduce the quality of pileated woodpecker habitat by removing live and dead 

conifers in a variety of size classes. Larger live trees would be preferred for retention, but some would be removed. 

Most larger snags would be left when not considered a safety hazard. However, numbers of existing and potential 

nesting and foraging trees, snags and downed logs would be reduced within any harvested areas. 

 

Prescribed fire may be completed depending on fuel loading following treatments. The effects of prescribed burning 

would be like a low severity wildland fire that reduces fuels while preserving most of the live trees, shrubs, and 

other forest vegetation. Prescribed fire could reduce the quality of pileated woodpecker nesting habitat by 

eliminating some of the large existing snags that this species prefers for nesting. These snags can catch on fire even 

during low intensity underburns, and once on fire will often burn through and fall. Prescribed fire can also create 

new snags if they generate enough heat around green trees, and some of these new snags may be large enough to 

accommodate pileated woodpecker nesting. Given the standard burning prescription in lower elevation stands, it is 

likely that the trend in the number of large snags in these units would be downward. Overall, the effects of 

prescribed fire to pileated woodpecker nesting habitat would likely be neutral to negative in the short term, unless 

some type of mitigation is undertaken to minimize the loss of existing large snags. Prescribed fire could also create 

new smaller snags that would attract bark beetles and other insects, but these insects form a minor part of the diet of 

pileated woodpeckers. In the short term, the effects of prescribed fire to pileated woodpecker foraging habitat would 

be negative. 

 

Conclusion 

Proposed project activities would have minor short-term negative impacts to pileated woodpecker nesting and 

foraging habitat and could reduce the analysis areaôs carrying capacity for pileated woodpeckers to some extent. 

Treatments within pileated woodpecker habitat would reduce the risk of stand-replacing fire and would improve 

stand composition and structure in the longer term. This would result in improved pileated woodpecker habitat 

quality in the future. Although pileated woodpecker numbers in the analysis area might be reduced somewhat in the 

short term, the species would still be present and would contribute to the maintenance of population viability at the 

Forest scale. Treatments would help improve pileated woodpecker habitat and populations in the long term at both 

the local and Forest scales.  
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Appendix A - Applicable Bitterroot National Forest Plan Forest-wide Terrestrial 
Wildlife Management Directions 

# Forest Plan Standard How Project Complies with Standard 

e.(1) 

The amount and distribution of old growth will be used to ensure 
sufficient habitat for the maintenance of viable populations of 

existing native and desirable non-native vertebrate species, including 

two indicator species, the pine marten and pileated woodpecker. 

Old growth habitats are known to occur in the project area 

and are not being proposed for treatment.  Harvest 
treatments in dense stands of ponderosa pine would 

precipitate conditions for advancing stands more rapidly 

toward an old growth structure.  This would be beneficial 
for pine marten and pileated woodpecker.   

e.(2) 
Stand conditions that qualify as old growth will vary by habitat type 
and landform. Criteria to consider for identifying old growth include: 

(Green et al. 2001) 

Old growth habitats as described by Green et al. (2001) 

may be present in project area.  Areas proposed for 

treatment will be evaluated by the wildlife biologist and 
silviculturist to comply with standard. 

e.(3) 
All snags that do not present an unacceptable safety risk will be 

retained. 
Snags are not proposed for treatment. 

e.(4) 
Long rotations will be prescribed to meet old-growth requirements on 

suitable timberland in Management Areas 1, 2, 3s 3b, and 3c. 

Old growth habitats as described by Green et al. (2001) 

may be present in project area.  Areas proposed for 

treatment will be evaluated by the wildlife biologist and 
silviculturist to comply with standard. 

e.(11) 
Elk population status will be used as an indicator of commonly 
hunted ungulate species and the status of their habitat. 

MTFWP elk survey data will be used to evaluate effects of 
proposed project activities.   

e.(12) 

Big-game cover/forage relationships, as described in Guides for Elk 

Habitat Objectives (USDA, 1978), will be a consideration in 

planning timber management activities. 

Guides for Elk Habitat Objectives (1978) were considered, 
see Elk Analysis section. 

e.(13) 

The recommendations in the "Coordinating Elk and Timber 

Management" report wil1 be considered during timber management 

and transportation planning (Lyon, et al, 1985). 

The proposed treatments are consistent with the 
Coordinating Elk and Timber Management report. 

Important or key areas for elk should be identified on a 

site-specific basis during the planning and implementation 
of silvicultural practices. 

e.(14) 

Manage roads though the Travel Plan process to attain or maintain 50 
percent or higher elk habitat effectiveness (Lyon, 1983) in currently 

roaded third order drainages. Drainages where more than 25 percent 

of roads are in place are considered roaded. Maintain 60 percent or 

higher elk habitat effectiveness in drainages where less than 25 

percent of the roads have been built. 

No project activities would impact this standard, as no 
permanent roads will be constructed.  See Big Game 

Analysis section. 

e.(16) 
The habitat needs of sensitive species, as listed by the 
Regional Forester, will be considered in all project planning. 

This wildlife specialist report serves as the document for 

the analysis of all regionally sensitive species potentially 

impacted by this project. 

f.(2) 
Participate in the identification and protection of threatened and 
endangered species and vascular plants identified as rare, pending 

study and proposal as threatened or endangered. 

This wildlife specialist report analyzes all threatened, 

endangered, and regionally sensitive species that may be 
impacted by this project to identify potential beneficial, 

neutral, and adverse effects.  Identification of these 

potential effects enables informed decisions for protection.        

 

  



Appendix B - Applicable Bitterroot National Forest Plan Management Area 
Terrestrial Wildlife Management Directions 

Management 

Area 
# Standard 

Standard 

Applicable 

to Project 

How Project Complies with Standard 

1 

c.(1) 

Utilize timber practices to manage game range 

to the extent that timber production is not 
affected. 

Potentially 

There are approximately 398 acres of this 
management area within the project area. Areas 

proposed for treatment within this management 

area will be evaluated by the wildlife biologist 
and silviculturist to comply with standard, if 

applicable.  Proposed treatment activities would 

likely improve big game range.   

c.(2) 

Old growth stands should be 40 acres and 

larger, distributed over the management area. 

About 3 percent of Management Area 1 suitable 
timberland, in each third order drainage will be 

maintained in old growth. Provide 40-acre 

stands of old growth by coordinating 
management activities in this area with 

activities m adjacent management areas and 

with intermingled riparian and unsuitable 
management areas (USDA, 1979). 

Potentially 

There are approximately 398 acres of this 

management area within the project area.  Areas 
proposed for treatment within this management 

area will be evaluated by the wildlife biologist 

and silviculturist to comply with standard, if 

applicable.  Old growth habitats are may be 

present in the project area but are not being 

proposed for treatment.  Harvest treatments in 
dense stands of ponderosa pine would 

precipitate conditions for advancing stands more 

rapidly toward an old growth structure.   

c.(3) 

Nonstructural wildlife improvements such as 

burning, and pruning will be scheduled in 

Douglas-fir habitat types as shown in the 
wildlife habitat improvement schedule 

(Appendix G-2). 

Potentially 

There are approximately 398 acres of this 
management area within the project area.  Areas 

proposed for treatment within this management 

area will be evaluated by the wildlife biologist 
and silviculturist to comply with standard, if 

applicable.  Proposed activities would likely 

improve big game habitat.   

e.(7) 

Openings should be limited to 40 acres. 

Shelterwood cutting units should be planned so 

the final harvests average 10 years following 
the regeneration harvests. 

Potentially 

There are approximately 398 acres of this 
management area within the project area.  Areas 

proposed for treatment within this management 

area will be evaluated by the wildlife biologist 
and silviculturist to comply with standard, if 

applicable. 

2 

c.(1) 
Utilize timber practices to manage game range 
to the extent that timber production is not 

affected. 

Potentially 

There are approximately 4864 acres of this 

management area within the project area.  Areas 

proposed for treatment within this management 
area will be evaluated by the wildlife biologist 

and silviculturist to comply with standard, if 

applicable.  Proposed treatment activities would 
likely improve big game range.   

c.(2) 

Old growth stands should be 40 acres and 
larger, distributed over the management area. 

About 8 percent of Management Area 2 suitable 

timberland, in each third order drainage will be 
maintained in old growth. Provide 40-acre 

stands of old growth by coordinating 

management activities in this area with 
activities m adjacent management areas and 

with intermingled riparian and unsuitable 

management areas (USDA, 1979). 

Potentially 

There are approximately 4864 acres of this 

management area within the project area.  Areas 

proposed for treatment within this management 
area will be evaluated by the wildlife biologist 

and silviculturist to comply with standard, if 

applicable.  Old growth habitats are may be 
present in the project area but are not being 

proposed for treatment.  Harvest treatments in 

dense stands of ponderosa pine would precipitate 
conditions for advancing stands more rapidly 

toward an old growth structure.   

c.(3) 

Habitat Improvement practices including 
burning and browse pruning will be scheduled 

in Douglas-fir, ponderosa pine, and grassland 

habitat types. See the wildlife habitat 
improvement schedule (Appendix G-2). 

Potentially 

There are approximately 4864 acres of this 

management area within the project area.  Areas 
proposed for treatment within this management 

area will be evaluated by the wildlife biologist 

and silviculturist to comply with standard, if 
applicable.  Proposed activities would likely 

improve big game habitat.   

e.(1) 

Guides for Elk Habitat Objectives (USDA 

1978) will be followed in prescribing any 

timber harvest in this management area. The 
following timber management standards are 

desirable on writer range: 

Potentially 

Guides for Elk Habitat Objectives (1978) were 
considered, however cover proportions are not, 

and would not, be met pre- or post-implantation.  

A project specific forest plan amendment would 



Management 

Area 
# Standard 

Standard 

Applicable 

to Project 

How Project Complies with Standard 

(a) Even-aged management. be used to justify not meeting forest plan 
standards (see big game analysis section). 

(b) Precommercial and commercial thinning. 

(c) Establish or maintain a mixture of ponderosa 
pine and Douglas-fir. 

(d) Rotations will be greater than culmination of 
mean annual increment to provide for 20 to 30 

percent of the rotation length in thermal cover 

and 55 to 65 percent of the rotation length in 
forested or open forage. The rest of the rotation 

will be in hiding cover. 

(e) Timber harvest on land unsuitable for timber 

production is appropriate for meeting 

cover/forage objectives if other resource 

objectives including soil and water can be met. 

e.(3) 
Reforest to species which optimize winter range 

hiding and thermal cover. 
Potentially 

Areas proposed for treatment within this 
management area will be evaluated by the 

wildlife biologist and silviculturist to comply 

with standard, if applicable. 

e.(7) 

Openings should be limited to 40 acres on 
habitat type groups HT123, HT4, and HT567. 

Shelterwood cutting units should be planned so 

that the final cuttings average 10 years 
following the seed cuttings. 

Potentially Created openings would not exceed 40 acres. 

j.(1) 

Fire planning will protect and enhance winter 

range habitat. Fire management prescriptions 
will provide for big game winter habitat. (See 

Appendix M). 

Potentially 

The purpose and need of this project is in part to 
mitigate the effects of stand replacing fire.  

Potential treatment activities would increase the 

resiliency of this habitat for big game winter 
range.  

j.(2) 

Natural and activity fuels will be treated to 

reduce slash depth below 1-1/2 feet to provide 

for big-game movement. About 25 tons/acre of 

down trees larger than 6-inch diameter will be 

left for nongame habitat if available. 

Potentially 
CWD standards are part of the design features of 

the project. 

3a 

c.(1) 

Utilize timber practices to manage big-game 

winter range habitat to the extent that the visual 
quality objective of partial retention is 

maintained. 

Potentially 

There are approximately 536 acres of this 

management area within the project area. Areas 
proposed for treatment within this management 

area will be evaluated by the wildlife biologist 

and silviculturist to comply with standard, if 
applicable.  Proposed treatment activities would 

likely improve big game range.   

c.(2) 

Old growth stands should be 40 acres and 

larger, distributed over the management area. 

About 8 percent of Management Area 2 suitable 
timberland, in each third order drainage will be 

maintained in old growth. Provide 40-acre 

stands of old growth by coordinating 
management activities in this area with 

activities m adjacent management areas and 

with intermingled riparian and unsuitable 

management areas, especially Management 

Area 3b, riparian areas (USDA, 1979). 

Potentially 

There are approximately 536 acres of this 

management area within the project area.  Areas 

proposed for treatment within this management 
area will be evaluated by the wildlife biologist 

and silviculturist to comply with standard, if 

applicable.  Old growth habitats are may be 
present in the project area but are not being 

proposed for treatment.  Harvest treatments in 

dense stands of ponderosa pine would precipitate 

conditions for advancing stands more rapidly 

toward an old growth structure.   

c.(3) 

Wildlife habitat improvements such as burning 
and browse pruning will be scheduled m 

Douglas-fir, ponderosa pine, and grassland as 

long as they comply with the partial retention 
visual quality objective. 

Potentially 

There are approximately 536 acres of this 

management area within the project area.  Areas 
proposed for treatment within this management 

area will be evaluated by the wildlife biologist 

and silviculturist to comply with standard, if 
applicable.  Proposed activities would likely 

improve big game habitat.   



Management 

Area 
# Standard 

Standard 

Applicable 

to Project 

How Project Complies with Standard 

e.(6) 

Openings created by timber harvest should be 

designed to blend with natural-sized openings. 
They will normally be 5 to 15 acres but could 

be larger to blend with natural landscape 

patterns and to control insects and diseases.  

Potentially 

There are approximately 536 acres of this 
management area within the project area. Areas 

proposed for treatment within this management 

area will be evaluated by the wildlife biologist 
and silviculturist to comply with standard, if 

applicable.   

 

  



Map 1 ï Piquett Creek Overview 

  



Map 2 ï Piquett Creek vMap Dominant Cover Types 

  



Map 3 ï Lynx Habitat ï Field Verified 

  



Map 4 ï Flammulated Owl Habitat 

  
















